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1. INTRODUCTION
Johannesburg is the economic hub of South Africa and the Southern
African region as a whole.1 The city is located in Gauteng Province, the
industrial and commercial heartland of South Africa. Gauteng is the
source of 33% of South Africa’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and
50% of all employee remuneration in the country.2 Only three African
countries have larger economies than this single South African province.
The Gauteng city region is expected to grow to 14 million inhabitants
by 2015, putting it in the top 15 urban areas in the world by population.3
The region comprises three metropolitan areas: Johannesburg, Ekurhuleni and Tshwane. Johannesburg is the 40th largest urban agglomeration
in the world and has been described as one of only two “Global Cities” in
Africa.4 The metro area provides 16% of South Africa’s GDP and is home
to 40% of its economic activity.5 Johannesburg’s Human Development
Index score is around 0.7 which puts it amongst the highest in South
Africa. Between 1996 and 2001 the population of the city grew at 4.1%
p.a.6 In 2007, Johannesburg was home to at least 3.9 million people, and
the metropolitan area as a whole was estimated to have a population of
over 7 million.7
Aggregate measures of Johannesburg’s demographic and economic growth
and prosperity mask complex underlying socio-economic inequalities
and cultural tensions.8 Unequal access to land, housing and basic services
is a fundamental legacy of Johannesburg’s history. Current settlement and
land tenure patterns, as well as grossly inadequate housing, were shaped
by the implementation of policies of racial segregation.9 The apartheid
legacy, urban poverty, rising unemployment and an inability to provide
adequate services to the rapidly-growing urban population exemplify the
“hidden structures of marginality and social insecurity” challenging city
managers and residents.10
The 2008 Johannesburg Poverty and Livelihoods Study noted that “the
urban poor, residing in certain pockets of the city such as informal settlements and inner city areas, are particularly vulnerable and struggle to
gain access to services and opportunities to improve their livelihoods.”11
Although the post-apartheid national and local governments have
attempted to address this situation, widespread inequality persists. As one
recent study notes: “New housing developments have largely taken place
on the outer edges of existing townships, far away from jobs, facilities
and services. This has marginalised new settlements and contributed to
the further fragmentation of the urban fabric of Johannesburg. Statesubsidised housing .... often means dislocation from job opportunities and
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social services. The greater transport costs of accessing these amenities
have increased the net financial burdens placed on state subsidised householders who may have previously occupied better-located sites in slums
or informal settlements.”12
Johannesburg has a massive backlog of services from the unequal and
inefficient systems of municipal government bequeathed by the apartheid
state.13 Rapid urbanisation puts additional strain on already over-stretched
basic services and city infrastructure. The scale of demographic growth
and urbanisation in South Africa suggests that Johannesburg’s development challenges will only intensify in the coming years. These entrenched
patterns of spatial and economic inequality, dislocation and marginalisation impact on peoples’ ability to participate in the urban economy and
thus on their ability to access food. At the time of the last Census in 2001,
half of Johannesburg’s households earned below the national minimum of
R1, 600 per month.14 Disparities in wealth are further reflected in extensive food insecurity throughout the city region.15 Urban food security is
an emerging concern and fundamentally different to challenges of food
insecurity in rural areas and the agricultural sector.16
Little is known about the extent of food insecurity in Southern African
cities, making it difficult for development practitioners and policy makers
to quantify the challenge and to pro-actively plan to reduce the urban
food gap. In order to address this gap, the African Food Security Urban
Network (AFSUN) undertook a baseline urban household food security
survey in 11 SADC cities in 2008-9. The University of Witwatersrand’s
School of Public Health (a member of AFSUN) undertook the survey in
Johannesburg. The survey focused on trying to understand the prevalence
of food insecurity and its relationship to poverty in the poorer areas of
the city. Three contrasting sites were chosen in different parts of the city:
Orange Farm, Alexandra and the inner-city area of Joubert Park. The
three areas all have many poor and food insecure households but they
also have different geographies, histories and socio-economic and demographic profiles. The AFSUN survey therefore afforded an important
opportunity to examine how poor households in different geographical
localities within a large urban conurbation experience and respond to
food insecurity. The study, and this report, do not purport to address the
food security situation in Johannesburg as a whole but do provide insights
into the situation in three “typical” poorer areas of the city.

THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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Figure 1: City of Johannesburg
Residential
areas
CBD
Roads
Scale

Alexandra

Joubert Park

Orange Farm

2. METHODOLOGY
Three distinct areas of Johannesburg were chosen for this study of food
insecurity in the city (Figure 1):
t +PVCFSU1BSLJTBIJHIEFOTJUZSFTJEFOUJBM*OOFS$JUZBSFBXIJDIIBE
a population of 40,000 in 11,537 households at the time of the 2001
Census. At the Inner City Summit in Braamfontein on 5 May 2007,
the Mayor of Johannesburg, Amos Masondo stated optimistically
that: “The inner city is the symbolic, economic and cultural heart of
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Johannesburg and is strategically important to the city as a whole.”
He noted that the revitalisation of the inner city “was a catalyst for
economic growth and job creation, as well as for creating a work and
living environment that was secure and decent.”17 Currently, however,
thousands of people living in the inner city of Johannesburg are poor,
unemployed and go to bed hungry. Women, children, the elderly and
people living with HIV (PLHIV) are the most vulnerable.18 Ward 60
and some households from Wards 63 and 64 were included in the
survey (Figure 2).
t "MFYBOESB JT B XFMMFTUBCMJTIFE GPSNBM UPXOTIJQ BSFB DMPTF UP UIF
up-market business centre of Sandton and the affluent northern suburbs
of Johannesburg. Alexandra was founded as a township for Africans in
1913, and remained attractive to its residents due to its central location
and proximity to employment opportunities. Apartheid-era pressure
from more affluent neighbourhoods to clear the township and relocate its residents were unsuccessful.19 Despite overcrowding and poor
services, and perceptions of the area as a hotbed of crime and hostility
to foreign migrants, rapid urbanisation has been a key feature of
Alexandra’s post-apartheid history. The massive influx of job-seekers
from rural areas throughout South Africa and neighbouring countries
put an already overloaded infrastructure under increasing pressure.
Living conditions in the congested informal settlements, hostels and
along the Jukskei river are unhealthy and stressful.20 The area is a mix
of formal and informal housing but has thriving markets and good
access to transport networks. The total population of Alexandra was
estimated at approximately 350,000 in 2002, with estimates varying
between 180,000 and 750, 000. San Kopano precinct (Ward 75) and
East Bank (Ward 105) were selected for the study. East Bank is a more
recent expansion of Alexandra, with more formalised housing and
clearly demarcated properties. The San Kopano precinct is part of the
older historical core of Alexandra, and is much more congested and
informal. In 2001, the Ward 75 population was 42,000 living in 9,482
households. Around 25% of adults were unemployed.21
t 0SBOHF'BSNJTPOUIFTPVUIFSOGSJOHFTPG+PIBOOFTCVSHBOEJTDIBSacterised by extensive low-cost informal housing. The settlement was
founded in 1988 and is now home to an estimated one million people.
The unemployment rate is close to 50%. Orange Farm is considered the largest informal settlement in the country with most residents living in shacks. Despite construction of formal low-cost RDP
houses and the provision of pit latrines to stands not connected to
sewer systems, Orange Farm has experienced regular service delivery
protests focused on the lack of proper houses, sewerage services,
running water and electricity. The 2001 census indicated that only
THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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35% of the Orange Farm population was employed, far lower than
the national average of 45%. According to one study, over 23% of the
population in Extension Two was HIV positive in 2008.22 Wards 1, 2,
3 and 4 were selected for the survey. They had a population of around
26,000 and 5,802 households in 2001. The area is the poorest of the
three study sites and Ward 3 is one of the poorer wards in Orange
Farm.
Figure 2: AFSUN Survey Sites
Ward 105
Alexandra Ward 75

Inner City/Joubert Park Ward 60 (63, 64)

4
3

Orange Farm Wards

City
Boundary
Ward
Boundary

1
2
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A total of 996 households (comprising 3,762 individuals) were sampled in
the three sites. A systematic sampling method was chosen but given the
limited time frame, transport and the small team, spreading the researchers
throughout the research clusters was impractical. Every tenth household
was interviewed rather than every 30th predicted by the initial sampling
equations.
The research instrument used in the survey was developed by the AFSUN
partners at a workshop in Botswana in 2008 and implemented in all 11
SADC cities surveyed.23 The collection of the data was organised and
implemented by the Health Promotion Unit at Wits University in partnership with the City of Johannesburg (Social and Human Development
Unit). One element of this partnership was the involvement of Community Development Youth who were mobilised and invited to participate
in a training workshop as potential fieldworkers. Fifteen of these young
adults were joined by fieldworkers who were recruited by an inner city
organisation with which the HPU had previously worked. A total of 32
people participated in the initial training workshop but only 16 of the
participants undertook the fieldwork. Most of the fieldworkers had experience in research or were exposed to community projects so they were
capable of carrying out the survey.

3. SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE
OF THE SAMPLE
The average household size in all three sites combined was 3.8. Household size ranged from 1 to 12. Eighty six percent had between 1 and 5
members, and 14% of households had more than 5 members (Table 1).
Household sizes differed slightly in the various study areas, with households in Orange Farm tending to be somewhat larger (with 18% having
more than 5 members).
TABLE 1: Household Size
No. of Members
1–5
6–10
>10

Alexandra %
89
11
0

Orange Farm %
81
18
1

Inner City %
88
12
0

Households can be grouped into seven main types, based on the sex
and primary relationship of the household head: (a) female-centered
THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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or headed households (usually single women, widows and separated/
divorced/abandoned) without a spouse or partner; (b) male-centred or
headed households without a spouse or partner; (c) nuclear households
of immediate blood relatives (usually male-headed but spouse or partner
present); (d) extended households of immediate and distant relatives and
non-relatives (again usually male-headed with a spouse or partner also
present); (e) female-centred juvenile households (under 18 years of age);
(f) male-centred juvenile households (under 18 years of age); and (g)
“other” households which fit none of these categories.
Over one third (37%) of the total sample were nuclear and another 15%
were extended households (Table 2). A further 14% were male-centred,
meaning that 66% of the households in total had a male head. Slightly
less than one-third of the households (29%) had a female household head.
Some noteworthy differences emerged between the different study areas.
Orange Farm, for example, has the highest proportion of female-headed
households (at 35%) and the Inner City the lowest (25%). Orange Farm
also had a much smaller proportion of male-centred households (9%
versus 15% in Alexandra and 18% in the Inner City). The proportion of
juvenile-headed households was very low all three areas. However, such
households are comparatively rare throughout South Africa, a reflection
of strong social and kin networks who take in children orphaned by HIV
and AIDS.24
TABLE 2: Household Structure
Orange Farm %
Female-centered
35
Male-centered
9
Nuclear
38
Extended
16
Juvenile-headed (female)
0
Juvenile-headed (male)
0
Other
2

Alexandra %
28
15
41
15
0
0
0

Inner City %
25
18
33
16
1
1
6

Total %
29
14
37
15
1
0
3

The age profile of household heads also varied across the city (Table 3). In
all three areas, the majority of household heads were between 30 and 50.
The older established area of Alexandra had a significant number of older
household heads (29% over 50 and 13% over 60 years of age). However,
the newer area of Orange Farm actually had more elderly household heads
(38% over 50 and 20% over 60 years of age). This may be because many
of Orange Farm’s residents moved there from other areas in the city (such
as Soweto) because the cost of housing was much lower.25 The Inner City,
with its much more fluid migrant population, had the youngest household
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head profile (with 46% of heads under the age of 40 compared with 34%
in Orange Farm and 40% in Alexandra).
TABLE 3: Age Profile of Household Heads
>20
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60+
N

Orange Farm %
1
11
23
26
18
20
341

Alexandra %
0
16
24
30
16
13
292

Inner City %
1
22
38
25
9
7
332

Total %
1
16
29
20
15
14
965

The general youthful profile of all household members in the three sites
was apparent (Table 4). As many as 62% of the whole sample was under
the age of 30 and nearly 40% were under 20. On the other hand, the
proportion of elderly residents was comparatively low. Only 10% were
over 50 years of age and 4% were over 60. What this means, at a general
level, is that social grants in the form of pensions are unlikely to be a
significant contributor to the income of many households. On the other
hand, child grants are likely to be of some importance. Orange Farm had
the highest proportion of children (42%) and the Inner-City the lowest
(35%). The Inner City had the highest proportion of working-age adults
and the lowest proportion of the elderly.
TABLE 4: Age Profile of Household Members
Age Group
0-10
10-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60+
N

Orange Farm %
17
25
19
15
11
6
7
1,411

Alexandra %
16
22
23
15
13
6
5
1,043

Inner City %
16
19
28
19
12
4
2
1,163

Total %
16
22
23
16
12
5
4
3,617

Finally, with respect to the educational profile of the sample, half had
a high school education but only 16% had gone on to obtain a tertiary
qualification (Table 5). Alexandra and the Inner City had many more
residents with a tertiary education than did Orange Farm. As many as
THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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13% of the population had no formal schooling. However, this includes
the 8% of the population who were between the ages of 0 and 4. What
this suggests is that the earning potential of households in Orange Farm is
potentially lower than that in the other two areas. This is compounded by
the fact that these areas are close to potential formal sector employment
opportunities, whereas Orange Farm is geographically more remote.
TABLE 5: Level of Education
No formal schooling
Primary school
High school
Tertiary education
N

Orange Farm %
13.3
23.8
52.5
10.4
1,411

Alexandra %
11.6
19.5
46.1
22.8
1,043

Inner City %
12.8
18.5
51.9
16.8
1,163

Total %
12.6
20.8
50.5
16
3,617

4. LEVELS OF HOUSEHOLD FOOD
INSECURITY
Levels of food security in Johannesburg are principally related to household income and the ability to access food through purchase. Four
measures were used in the study to capture the various dimensions of
food insecurity. The first measure is the Household Food Insecurity
Access Scale (HFIAS) developed by Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance Project (FANTA).26 The HFIAS score is a continuous measure of
the degree of food insecurity in the household in the previous month.
An HFIAS score is calculated for each household based on answers to
nine ‘frequency-of-occurrence’ questions. The higher the score, the
more food insecurity the household experienced. In the analysis, the
households were then grouped into four categories (severely, moderately,
mildly and not food insecure) according to their individual HFIAS score.
The survey found that a total of 56% of households were food insecure
with 27% severely food insecure (Table 6).
The three study areas exhibited important differences in levels of food
insecurity (Table 6). Theoretically, levels of food insecurity ought to be
higher in impoverished informal settlements than in the more diverse
Inner City. And indeed, 34% of households in Orange Farm are severely
food insecure compared with only 26% in the Inner City and 21% in
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Alexandra. However, when severely and moderately food insecure
households are combined, the gap between Orange Farm and the Inner
City closes (47% each). There is also virtually no difference between the
proportion of food secure households in each area. Alexandra shows a
very different profile with 54% of households food secure and only 33%
moderately or severely food insecure.
TABLE 6: Household Food Insecurity

Orange Farm
Inner City
Alexandra
Total

Food Secure %

Mildly Food
Insecure %

40
39
54
44

13
14
13
14

Moderately
Food Insecure
%
13
21
12
15

Severely Food
Insecure %
34
26
21
27

A 2007 University of Johannesburg (UJ) study found higher levels of food
insecurity in many parts of the city, including in Orange Farm and Alexandra (Table 7). Overall, the UJ study found that 41% of households were
severely food insecure, 26% were moderately food insecure and only 27%
were food secure (compared with figures of 27%, 15% and 44% in this
study). Marked differences between the two studies were also evident in
Orange Farm (62% versus 34% severely food insecure) and Alexandra
(49% versus 21%). Only the UJ areas of Riverlea and Diepsloot had
similar HFIAS scores to those found in this study.
The primary reason for the different findings in the two studies is that
different types of households and areas were sampled. The UJ study
targeted the poorest areas of the city and all but two of the wards chosen
fell into the poorest 25% of wards of the city.27 One (in Orange Farm) is
the poorest of Johannesburg’s 109 wards. Our survey included areas such
as East Bank (Alexandra) which include more formalised housing and a
relatively higher level of affluence. Similarly, the Orange Farm sample
included the poorest ward but also sampled households from three other
less-deprived wards. In addition, the two studies used different sampling
techniques. The UJ study drew a sample of 100 stands in each administrative area, which, due to different settlement densities, resulted in
varying numbers of households sampled in each area. In Orange Farm,
for example, only 112 households were surveyed, while our study (with
its different sampling technique) interviewed 341 households in Orange
Farm.28 Another possible source of the difference in findings is that levels
of food insecurity do vary throughout the year. Although there is no
THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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indication what time of year the UJ study was conducted, our survey was
implemented in November when levels of food insecurity are generally
lower than during the previous four months.
These findings are therefore not necessarily contradictory but rather
illustrate different aspects of the food security experience. The UJ study
provides a snapshot of food insecurity in the poorest wards of the city
while this study illustrates that there is diversity across the city, and even
within some of the city’s more deprived areas. The findings certainly
highlight the fact that food security status is very dynamic across time and
space, and that great care should be taken not to generalise findings from
specific areas to the city as a whole. This is especially important in Johannesburg which has such marked socio-economic differences between
closely adjacent neighbourhoods.
TABLE 7: Household Food Insecurity in Johannesburg
Food Secure %

Severely Food
Insecure %

Moderately
Mildly Food
Food Insecure
Insecure %
%
Riverlea
48
27
20
5
Doornkop
10
51
31
8
Phiri/Senoane
25
37
26
12
Diepsloot
49
29
19
3
Alexandra
25
49
21
5
Jeppe
27
37
31
5
Orange Farm
10
62
22
6
Ivory Park
27
45
23
5
Total
16
41
26
7
Source: De Wet et al, Johannesburg Poverty and Livelihoods Study, p. 21.

Overall, female centred and nuclear households reflected the highest levels
of food security (at 46.3% and 46.4% respectively). Fewer male-centred
households (42%) were food secure but this was higher than the 36%
of extended families. Some 24% of nuclear households indicated severe
food insecurity, followed by 25% of female-headed households, 34%
of extended households and 34% of male-headed households. Contrary
to expectations, female-headed households therefore appeared to be less
likely to experience severe food insecurity than male-headed or extended
households.
A second measure of food insecurity used in this study is derived from the
Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI), which provides a subjective
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experiential index of “lived poverty.” The LPI measures how often people
report being unable to secure a basket of basic necessities of life including
food.29 The LPI has proven to be a reliable, self-reported, multi-dimensional measure of deprivation. Comparing the results for food sufficiency
for the three study areas, the LPI shows that the Inner City actually has
the highest proportion of households who say they “always” go without
food (14% versus 11% in Orange Farm and 9% in Alexandra). However,
Orange Farm has the highest proportion who say they always/regularly go
without food (41% versus 39% in the Inner City and 32% in Alexandra).
A third measure of food insecurity attempts to capture the quality of the
diet of the urban poor. FANTA’s Household Dietary Diversity Scale
(HDDS) was used to measure the degree of dietary diversity in Johannesburg.30 The HDDS refers to how many of the 12 food groups were
consumed within the household in the previous 24 hours. The results
show reasonable dietary diversity in all three of the study areas (with
HDDS scores highest on average in Alexandra (8) and lowest in Orange
Farm (at 7.2). However, it is also clear that a significant minority of households in each area score below the community mean (Figure 3).
FIGURE 3: Distribution of Dietary Diversity Scores
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In Alexandra, for example, 33% of households had a score of 6 or less
and 12% had a score of 3 or less. The equivalent figures were 35% and
11% in Orange Farm and 29% and 9% in the Inner City. A Dietary
THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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Diversity Score is regarded as low if it is below a value of 4.31 The data
shows that about a third of households in all three areas lack the kind of
dietary diversity that is considered a pre-condition for good health. The
survey also revealed a marked tendency for unhealthy eating. Caloriedense, low-fibre and micronutrient-poor food groups predominated,
with substantially lower consumption of fibre and micronutrient-dense
pulses, fruit and vegetables, and a high prevalence of sugar and fat in the
diet. These dietary patterns could be linked with the patterns of chronic
illness such as diabetes, obesity, hypertension and cardiovascular disease.
The final measure of food insecurity used in this study addresses the
reliability and regularity dimension of food security: FANTA’s Months
of Adequate Household Food Provisioning Indicator (MAHFP).32 The
MAHFP captures changes in the household’s ability to ensure a regular
supply of food throughout the year. Households were asked to identify
in which months (during the past 12 months) they did not have access
to sufficient food to meet their household needs. A significant number of
households in all three areas indicated that they had experienced several
months of inadequate food provisioning: 43% in Orange Farm, 34% in
the Inner City and 27% in Alexandra. Orange Farm households consistently reported the highest number of months of food shortage. Overall,
January, February and March were months in which the greatest numbers
of households reported food shortages, with slightly elevated numbers
reporting shortages again from August to November. These “slow”
months are largely unrelated to the agricultural cycle since the types of
foods purchased most by households are available year round. Rather,
they may reflect periods of household recovery from periods of increased
expenditure related to public holidays and festive seasons.
FIGURE 4: Months of Adequate Household Food Provision
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5. FOOD INSECURITY AND
HOUSEHOLD INCOME
Food security in Johannesburg is linked directly to household income.
Most households in the survey said they rely on a single income strategy;
60% had no additional strategies and only 26% one additional strategy.
The primary income source for all households was wage work (47% of
households), followed by pensions, disability grants and other allowances
(19% of households), and casual work (8%). Only a very small percentage
of households reported income from formal or informal businesses
(around 2% each). The most important source of employment income
was skilled work (21% of households), followed by office workers, managerial workers and civil servants (16%), unskilled labour (16%), professional employment (15%), businessmen/women (11%) and military/
security (10%).
There was considerable variation across the city in the occupations of
household heads (Figure 5). Most of the professional and clerical categories were more important in the Inner City than in the other two
areas, although Alexandra had the highest proportion of skilled workers.
Orange Farm had the highest proportion of job-seekers, a finding consistent with the higher rates of unemployment in that area. It also had the
largest proportion of households who rely on pensions as their primary
income source. Less than 3% of households overall were dependent on
the informal economy as their primary income source.
FIGURE 5: Household Head’s Primary Occupation
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Household incomes are consistent with this general pattern of greater
accessibility to and professional work in the Inner City and to skilled
work in Alexandra. Incomes earned from the same occupation also vary,
presumably because of differential access to better-paying work. For
example, office workers and skilled workers from Alexandra earn considerably more than those from Orange Farm. Informal sector workers earn
most in the Inner City, followed by Alexandra and then Orange Farm.
Unskilled workers earn very similar amounts in all three areas. The net
result of these spatial variations in access to employment and better-paying
jobs is considerable income variation in the three areas. Average monthly
household income for the surveyed households was R7,391 in Alexandra,
R5,424 in the Inner City and only R3,854 in Orange Farm. About onethird of economically active respondents earn less than R2,500 per month.
There is a clear relationship between employment, income and food insecurity. Households with a full-time working member are significantly
more likely to be food secure (Figure 6). Households with a member
in part-time or casual employment are slightly more likely to be food
secure. Households with a member who is actively looking for work are,
as expected, more food insecure. The primary anomaly is the 40% of
food secure households who reported that the household head was not
working and not looking for work. For this to happen, the household
must have other income sources (such as child grants).

Food secure

Food insecure

FIGURE 6: Household Head Employment Status by Food Security Status
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The relationship between actual income levels and food security is even
clearer. The large majority of food insecure households are in the poorest
income tercile and the greatest concentration of food secure households
are in the upper income tercile (around 50% in each case) (Figure 7).
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FIGURE 7: Household Food Security Status by Income Tercile
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Some 20% of households in the upper income tercile are food insecure,
a definite reflection of the fact that absolute incomes are still very low
even for the ‘better-off.’ On the other hand, around 23% of households
in the lower income tercile are food secure, presumably because these are
smaller households with fewer dependants or are food secure through the
judicious use of social grant income.
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In general, the poorer the household, the greater the proportion of
household income that is spent on necessities such as food. According to
Statistics SA, 26% of household consumer expenditure by black African
households is on housing, water, electricity, gas and other fuels, furnishings and routine maintenance of the dwelling.33 This is followed by food,
beverages and tobacco at 23% and transport and communication at 21%.
The survey found that the proportion of income being spent on food
easily exceeded the national average (at 35%). Expenditure was highest
in Orange Farm (41%), followed by Alexandra (36%) and the Inner City
(27%). The overall reliance on the cash economy and the inadequacy of
alternative livelihoods and food sources is reflected in the large proportion
of income which the lowest income tercile spends on food (Figure 8).
The survey was implemented during a period of major increase in the
price of food. More than half of the households reported that they had
had to go without food at least once a month in the previous six months
because food was not affordable. More than 40% of food insecure households had gone without food more than once a week in the previous six
months (Figure 9). Households in Orange Farm were most affected, with
24% reporting regular shortages of food due to price increases and 33%
reporting occasional shortages.
THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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FIGURE 8: Percentage of Income Spent on Food by Income Tercile
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FIGURE 9: Households Reporting Food Shortages Due to Unaffordable Prices
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6. SOURCES OF FOOD FOR THE
URBAN POOR
The vast majority of the food consumed by households in the survey was
purchased. The structure of food systems, i.e. the networks of production, distribution, sale and consumption, therefore play a major role in
the food security of the population. Food systems in Johannesburg are
currently in a state of considerable flux. Johannesburg’s poorer communities participate strongly in the informal economy of street foods and roadside vendors. However, the informal economy is probably best understood as a food security survival strategy with inadequate support from
state or civil society.34
The informal economy is known to be a major source of food for poorer
households in South African cities.35 The survey confirmed the importance of informal food sources in Johannesburg. More than 70% of
households source food from informal markets or roadside stalls at least
once a week or even more often (Figure 10).
FIGURE 10: Frequency and Types of Food Source
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Just over 20% patronize informal sources on an almost daily basis. The
preference for foods sourced from informal vendors may be linked to high
levels of mobility and long-distance commuting within the city, to the
difficulty and cost of transporting large volumes of food from supermarkets, and to inadequate cold storage in households which may not have
fridges or electricity and the ability to pay for the electricity. Informal food
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was more frequently sourced for day-to-day and weekly provisioning,
although its importance for daily provisioning was greatest in the Inner
City. Small shops, restaurants and fast food outlets also play an important
role in day-to-day provisioning amongst the urban poor. More than 55%
of households source food from these outlets at least once a week or more
often. They are patronised more frequently in the Inner City and least
often in Orange Farm. This may reflect the fact that the density of the
Inner City makes small food enterprises more viable, supporting a greater
range and number of such food access points.
The formal economy is dominated by a handful of supermarket retail
chains, which are rapidly increasing their reach, even into poorer areas.36
Supermarkets are more often associated with the urban middle-class and
are seen as of little relevance to the food security of poor households:
The burgeoning of supermarkets in developing countries may not be
of immediate relevance for the urban poor. Large chains are unlikely
to establish a significant presence in slums or ghettoes any time soon.
Even if they appear at the periphery of poor settlements, they may not
be convenient for the poorest slum dwellers if they lack transport or
cash to purchase in bulk. It is also not clear that the prices offered at
supermarkets would be attractive enough for the poor to make them
change their purchasing patterns in the short term. Supermarkets may
also have a negative effect on employment, since many of the poor
work as food vendors or transporters.37
However, the survey found that supermarkets are actually an extremely
important food source for poor urban households in the city. Over
90% of surveyed households purchase some of their food at supermarkets although Inner City respondents visit supermarkets slightly more
frequently than respondents from other locations. Just over a third
purchase food from supermarkets at least once a week. Supermarkets are
patronized less frequently than informal sector outlets, and more likely to
follow a monthly or weekly rhythm. This suggests that they are used to
secure staples like maize meal, sugar, and oil in bulk, as these items are
less perishable and easily stored. The less frequent use of supermarkets
also reflects constraints in terms of access and transport to larger shopping
centres where most are located, as well as lack of access to cold storage of
perishable goods.
The FAO has noted that supermarkets are impacting on food supply
chains as well as the types of food that consumers can access:
The supermarket and shopping mall phenomenon ... attracts consumers
away from the traditional small community stores and erodes traditional community life, yet can increase the range and cross-seasonal
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availability of foods, albeit at a cost to local food supplies. Supermarket
suppliers tend to be large producers who can provide guarantees of
quality (nutritional and safety) and reliability, thus gradually eliminating smaller farmers who are less able to meet these standards or
production quotas. This further undermines small-scale farming as a
livelihood, and these farmers find themselves with little choice other
than to migrate to the cities.38
One of the implications for the urban poor is greater and more regular
access to staples provided that they have the income to make the purchases.
The modern urban food system is also producing changes in dietary habits
that accompany more urban lifestyles, including increased consumption
of coffee, carbonated beverages, sugar, meat and offal and potatoes.39
Urban dietary patterns are being changed by the ready availability of fast
foods, the relative cheapness of meat and high fat content food, and inadequate time for food preparation. This results in a high intake of “empty
calories”, which, together with reduced physical activity, is manifesting
in the growing prevalence of non-communicable diseases like obesity,
hypertension, and diabetes.40
A small proportion of respondents in all three locations indicated that they
normally obtained food from shared meals and social networks. Borrowing
food played a very minor role in all locations, although it seemed to be
slightly more prevalent in the Inner City. Sharing among neighbours was
slightly more prevalent in Alexandra than in Orange Farm and the Inner
City. Both of these categories reflect the value of social capital in leveraging access to resources including food. Households in Alexandra were
more likely to have obtained food through social networks than those
in either Orange Farm or Inner City households, suggesting a stronger
community network and greater social capital.
Community food kitchens were not visited frequently in any of the locations, although respondents in Alexandra indicated more frequent use
than respondents from the other locations. This may reflect the lack of
accessible community food kitchens in these areas. Among those who
borrowed food or accessed it through community food kitchens, the
majority indicated that this occurred quite frequently, at least once a
month or more often.
This study’s findings suggest that urban agriculture plays a very minor role
as a source of food in the city. This may relate to difficulties accessing land
and an unfavourable climate with low rainfall concentrated in 4 months
of the year, followed by long, cold and dry winters. This is compounded
by lack of relevant skills, ineffective agricultural extension services, lack of
THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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suitable financing for small-scale farming, and the risk of crop and equipment losses due to theft and vandalism. Urban agriculture as a source of
food was most strongly present in Orange Farm, where 16% of households reported that they grow some of their own food. Growing food was
less prevalent in Alexandra, and almost totally absent in the Inner City.
Orange Farm, located at the urban periphery, has far greater access to open
spaces suitable for urban agriculture, which provided small-scale farmers
with the opportunity to explore this option, whereas similar spaces in
Alexandra are limited and marginal at best, and almost non-existent in
the Inner City.41

7. FOOD INSECURITY AND
HEALTH
Overall, 16% of households reported that a household member had been
ill in the previous year. Morbidity levels were highest in the Inner City
(17%) and lowest in Alexandra (15%). In identifying an illness, respondents were given four response categories (chronic, infectious, mental/
physical disability and other). A large number of respondents identified
the cause as “other” (76 of 181), suggesting either that there was a great
deal of uncertainty about the ‘actual’ illness involved or that there had
been no diagnosis. This, in turn, probably reflects poor access to health
services to diagnose and treat illness. But the high percentage of “other”
answers may also be because people were uncomfortable disclosing information due to the stigma attached to diseases such as HIV and AIDS.42
Between 9-12% of the ill household members were household heads,
with Alexandra and Orange Farm being more severely affected than the
Inner City. In light of the small number of livelihood strategies typically
engaged in by households, it is of concern that the most economically
active group of people is most strongly affected by illness.
Mortality in the previous year was obviously lower than morbidity but was
still significant (affecting 9% of surveyed households overall) (Figure 11).
Orange Farm had clearly experienced the greatest number of deaths (in
12% of households), almost double the figure in the Inner City. Although
not all of these deaths can be attributed to AIDS, there is a high prevalence of infectious diseases such as TB and HIV and AIDS in the study
areas. This reflects the rising tide of this double scourge in South African
cities, with HIV prevalence in Gauteng at approximately 10.8% in 2005.
Nationally, persons aged 15-49 years living in informal settlements have
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the highest HIV prevalence – 26% in 2005.43 The 2008 national estimate
of HIV prevalence among South Africans of all age groups is 10.6%. HIV
prevalence peaked in females aged 25-29 years at 32.7% and for males it
peaked at 25.8% in the 30-34-year-old age group. Gauteng has a prevalence of 10.3% among respondents over age 2.44
FIGURE 11: Household Burden of Morbidity and Mortality
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The other main health problem that emerged was a high prevalence of
so-called “diseases of lifestyle” including diabetes, hypertension, heart
disease, and arthritis. These patterns correspond with what has been
characterised by Popkin as Stage 2 of the dietary transition.45 These noncommunicable diseases of lifestyle have also been related to transformations
in food systems brought about by increased urbanisation and globalisation,
including the growing consumption of highly-processed, calorie-dense
starchy and fatty foods, preferences for fast foods and street foods shaped
by commuting habits and time constraints, as well as changing patterns
of physical activity related to more sedentary livelihoods and motorised
transport systems.46 The survey therefore confirmed the findings of other
studies in South Africa that the city is experiencing a nutrition transition and that the resultant health problems are not diseases of affluence or
lifestyle but diseases of poverty (unless poverty is considered a ‘lifestyle’).47
The strong presence of asthma may reflect poor air quality, which is a
combination of indoor air pollution due to paraffin and charcoal stoves,
THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN JOHANNESBURG
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and environmental air pollution related to industry, vehicle exhaust fumes,
dust, and chimney-smoke.
The illness or death of one or more household members can have a devastating impact on poor households. Statistical analysis of the Johannesburg
data suggests that illness is correlated with food insecurity, although the
causal connections can work in both directions. Households in the study
who reported cases of infectious disease; mental illness, physical disability,
or accidents; and ‘other’ illnesses were all more likely to be food insecure
(Figure 12). Chronic diseases correlated much less strongly with food
security status.

Food insecure

FIGURE 12: Food Security by Disease Status
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8. CONCLUSION
The levels of poverty and food insecurity in Johannesburg are unacceptably high and appear to be closely related to one another. A large proportion of the food insecure population is also highly vulnerable to shocks
resulting from macro-economic trends (e.g. fuel price hikes), environmental change and health issues like HIV and AIDS, TB and chronic
illness. Each of the three study areas had specific distinguishing characteristics. Some were related to the demographic profile of the population,
but they were also likely to be a function of spatial and infrastructural
factors. Strategies and policies to address food security and poverty should
be informed by an appreciation of the complexity of the issues involved,
and should address the specific features evident for each area.

24

African Food Security Urban Network (Afsun)

The UJ urban livelihoods study reached several policy-related conclusions
about food security in the city which are confirmed by this study. The UJ
study identified the need for citywide policies that take a comprehensive
approach to social development; recognised the importance of gathering
intra-city or local-level data to inform community and ward-level planning and action; and called for more research and ongoing monitoring in
the city-region. A recent review of food security policies and programmes
in Gauteng argues for a greater degree of interdepartmental and intersectoral collaboration and communication to promote a more integrated and
effective approach to implementing these recommendations.48 This is also
important to address the specific factors related to food security including:

Improve Infrastructure and Urban Form
t *NQSPWFEMPDBMUSBOTQPSUOFUXPSLT
t 3FEFTJHOTFUUMFNFOUTUPBIVNBOTDBMFVSCBOGPSNUIBUEPFTOPUSFMZ
on access to private motorised transport;
t &OIBODFXBUFS TBOJUBUJPOBOEFMFDUSJGJDBUJPOTFSWJDFT
t %FWFMPQDFOUSBM TFDVSFBOEIZHJFOJDGBDJMJUJFTGPSMPDBMGSFTIQSPEVDF
markets and informal food vendors, especially at commuter transit
points;
t *OUFHSBUF TVTUBJOBCMF VSCBO PSHBOJD XBTUF BOE XBUFS NBOBHFNFOU
with urban food production;
t "MMPDBUFTQBDFMBOEGPSVSCBOHBSEFOTBOEJOGPSNBMNBSLFUTJOUPXO
planning and in architectural designs.

Enhance Economic Participation
t *NQMFNFOUNFBTVSFTUPSFEVDFPSQSFWFOUTVEEFOGPPEQSJDFJODSFBTFT
t *NQSPWFTLJMMTEFWFMPQNFOU
t &OIBODF KPC QMBDFNFOU BOE &YQBOEFE 1VCMJD 8PSLT 1SPHSBNNF
linkages;
t 4VQQPSUUIFEFWFMPQNFOUPGNVMUJQMFMJWFMJIPPETUSBUFHJFT
t 1SPUFDUDPOTVNFSTGSPNQSJDFGJYJOH DPSQPSBUFDPMMVTJPOBOETQFDVlation.

Enhance Communication, Social Capital and
Social Mobilisation
t &ODPVSBHFJOUFSEFQBSUNFOUBMHPWFSONFOUDPMMBCPSBUJPOT
t &NQMPZBQQSPQSJBUFBOEQPXFSGVMNFEJBUPJNQSPWFQVCMJDBXBSFOFTT
and enhance mobilisation;
t $PMMFDUJWJTF BOE TPDJBMJTF FH JO DPNNVOJUZ GPPE LJUDIFOT 
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community gardens) the production, procurement, processing and
consumption of healthy foods to develop greater social capital.

Improve Food Availability and Accessibility
t &OIBODF VSCBO GPPE QSPEVDUJPOVSCBO BHSJDVMUVSF USBJOJOH BOE
research centres;
t 4VQQPSUUIFEFWFMPQNFOUPGNPSFSFTPVSDFFGGJDJFOU TVTUBJOBCMFBOE
resilient agricultural practices;
t &OIBODFBOETVQQPSUUIFJOGPSNBMFDPOPNZ
t $SFBUFMJOLBHFTCFUXFFOMPDBMQSPEVDFSTBOENBSLFUT
t %FWFMPQ GPPE BJE QSPHSBNNFT BOE DPNNVOJUZ LJUDIFOT BDDFTTJCMF
to the most vulnerable (elderly, grant recipients) as well as the wider
community;
t &OHBHF JO QVCMJDSFMBUJPOT DBNQBJHOT UIBU JOGPSN QFPQMF BCPVU
opportunities and procedures for accessing social services and food
aid;
t &ODPVSBHFUIFGPSNBUJPOPGGPPEDPPQFSBUJWFTBOENVUVBMBJETUSBUFgies like stokvels.

Improve Food Utilisation
t &OIBODF UIF QVCMJD JNBHF PG IFBMUIZ GPPE DVMUVSF XJUI B GPDVT PO
diversity including whole grains, tubers, pulses, fresh fruit and vegetables;
t %FWFMPQ NPSF FGGFDUJWF OVUSJUJPOBM FEVDBUJPO QSPHSBNNFT JOUFgrated with the empowerment of informal vendors, community food
kitchens and feeding schemes;
t %FWFMPQIFBMUIQSPNPUJPOQSPHSBNNFTUIBUQSPUFDUUIFFDPOPNJDBMMZ
active population;
t 1SPWJEFIPVTFIPMETBGGFDUFECZJOGFDUJPVTJMMOFTTFT NFOUBMJMMOFTTBOE
physical disability with additional support, e.g. food packages, food
coupons, job training and placement;
t 3FHVMBUF GBTUGPPE DIBJOT BOE DPOTVNFS GPPE CSBOET UP BEIFSF UP
healthy and ethical nutritional business practices;
t 3FTFBSDIJOUPVOEFSTUBOEJOHBOENPOJUPSJOHGPPETFDVSJUZ
t 5SBJOJOHUPEFWFMPQTPDJBMBOEJOTUJUVUJPOBMDBQBDJUZUPBEESFTTGPPE
utilisation issues.
In conclusion, while the state has a constitutional mandate (Chapter 2,
Section 27.1b) to ensure that all citizens are food secure, it is only through
a broad participatory approach that pro-actively engages all levels of
society that the ecological, social and financial resources to implement
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these recommendations can be mobilised. Food insecurity concerns
all residents of South Africa. All South Africans, and the population of
Johannesburg in particular, are in a position of great social strain. Recent
xenophobic violence and strikes about poor services, and the political
turmoil in North Africa in 2011 provide a glimpse of the social upheavals
that could occur if the issues of urban poverty, economic participation,
and food security are not addressed timeously and effectively.
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THE STATE OF
FOOD INSECURITY
IN JOHANNESBURG
Johannesburg is the economic hub of South Africa and the Southern African
region. At the same time, it is a city of extremes which juxtaposes ostentatious
wealth and conspicuous consumption with grinding poverty and food insecurity.
Not enough is known about the prevalence and nature of food insecurity in the
city, making it difficult to challenge and plan to reduce the urban food gap. This
paper uses AFSUN data from three lower-income areas of the city (Alexandra,
Orange Farm and the Inner City) to examine the characteristics and drivers of
food insecurity in Johannesburg. Despite high overall levels of food insecurity,
the three study areas exhibited important differences. While the proportion of
food secure households was similar in each area, the proportion of severely
food insecure households was highest in the informal settlement of Orange
Farm and lowest in Alexandra. Household food insecurity is directly linked to
household income as the vast majority of food consumed is purchased not grown.
In general, the poorer the household, the greater the proportion of household
income that is spent on food. Households rely significantly on supermarkets
and the informal food economy as food sources. Less than ten percent are
involved in any form of urban agriculture or receive food transfers directly from
rural areas. This paper also shows that food insecurity correlates with poor
health outcomes and concludes with a discussion of the policy implications of
the AFSUN study.
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